The Chevalier D'Éon . . . died at his lodgings in New Milman Street, Guilford Street, on Tuesday last. . . . It will be remembered that a great doubt at one time existed to which gender he belonged, which, however, was set at rest by the verdict of 12 matrons who decided in favour of the female; and from that time to the present he wore the costume of that sex. But on his decease taking place it was unexpectedly discovered that the Chevalier was a perfect male! ("Postscript") Fifty-five years later, during a terrible heat wave in London, the gifted surgeon and social reformer Dr. James Miranda Barry died of dehydration following a long illness. Despite Dr. Barry's instructions before he died, Sophia Bishop, a charwoman, acted out of respect by preparing his body for burial at Kensal Green Cemetery. A few days after Dr. Barry's burial, Bishop went to the military post at Horse Guards and told the authorities that Dr. Barry was a woman. As historian Rachel Holmes writes, "Barry's own body passed into history as one of the most disputed corpses of the modern age" (3). Clearly, though, only five decades earlier, there was another body that was highly disputed in life as well as in death.
This may seem like an odd and perhaps even sensational place to start my introduction to this special issue of Victorian Review on trans Victorians. D'Éon and Barry, though, exemplify a Victorian conundrum, or at least a conundrum for scholars of the nineteenth century. We have often looked to figures like d'Éon and Barry as examples to demonstrate the ways in which Victorians were caught up in the imperial project of categorization and obsessed with a rigid gender binary that assigned women to the private and men to the public sphere. As famous controversial public figures who were often written about in the British popular press because neither adhered to a strict gender binary, the ambassador and the doctor actually present Victorian scholars with an opportunity to move away from our own narratives of nineteenth-century British culture as one of absolute binarisms.
As the above news article regarding d'Éon exemplifies, the chevalier/ chevalière's sex was often in dispute because of the ambassador's gender presentation. Over the course of the nineteenth century, d'Éon, instead of passing into obscurity, in many ways became legendary. In 1895, eighty-five years after d'Éon's death, the Leeds Times published an article entitled "Duellists In Petticoats" that featured the late ambassador as one of the duellists: "As dauntless a fighter as ever buckled a sword during the year when Louis XV was King . . . was the Chevaliere d'Éon. Whether this strange being was a man or woman . . . is not positively known to this day" (4). It is important to note the newspaper's spelling of d'Éon's title in the feminine despite the majority of the news articles earlier in the century proclaiming d'Éon as a "perfect male." The ambiguity surrounding d'Éon's identity as either a man or a woman simultaneously points out a gender dichotomy and underscores the possibility of someone embodying both or neither.
Likewise, Dr. James Miranda Barry was known during the time of his medical posts in South Africa, Jamaica, and Canada as a bit of dandy. He loved lavish and colourful waistcoats when he was out in society just as he often took British and Dutch authorities to task for the horrendous ways that former slaves, sex workers, and people suffering with Hansen's Disease (leprosy) were treated.
2 Interestingly, Barry's masculinity was anything but hypermasculine. As Lord Albermarle wrote in his memoirs, "I beheld a beardless lad . . . with an unmistakable Scotch type of countenance-reddish hair, high cheek bones. . . . there was a certain effeminacy in his manner"(144). Like d'Éon before him, Dr. Barry never clung entirely to one side or the other of the gender binary. And, as in d'Éon's time, people's cognizance of this middle ground ranged from the well educated to readers of the popular press. In short, d'Éon and Barry were always out and about publicly as visible gender nonconforming figures. They serve as examples of the fact that the Victorians had more complex notions of gender as it interacted with sex, sexual orientation, gender expression, and gender identity than popular history and, indeed, much scholarship often allows.
For Victorianists, trans theory and trans studies offer nuanced ways for us to approach our older interpretations of depictions of gendered spaces, gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation. We would not have arrived where we are at this moment without feminist theory, postcolonial theory, and queer theory. As you will see in the seven essays in this special issue, they are unified in calling for a trans dialogue within Victorian studies. And part of this dialogue depends on both honouring and moving forward from specifically cisgender feminist theory and cisgender queer theory. With queer theory, in particular, which was originally meant to move beyond all boundaries and binaries, we often find ourselves at a point where "queer" interpretations still really mean cisgender gay and lesbian interpretations. Within trans theoretical frames, the most expansive forms of feminist theory certainly embrace trans feminisms, since, after all, feminism is the interrogation of genders. What gets lost, however, are many of the really rich transgender gay, lesbian, bisexual, and heterosexual nuances. This special issue explores the many ways in which the Victorians celebrated, contested, and negotiated the possibilities of gender diversity well before sexologists invented the clinical term "transgender." It begins with Lisa Hager's essay on "female husbands," which explores how academic feminism has, for decades, approached Victorian studies and our understandings of the historical roles of men and women as gendered subjects with the assumption that Victorian men and women were all, in our contemporary terms, cisgender. Hager then makes the argument that "we must honour this feminist tradition in Victorian studies by working to make sure that feminist scholarship is fully enmeshed within the work of transgender studies and includes the lived realities of trans folks and trans bodies." For Hager, defining gender beyond the binary "enables a fuller understanding of Victorian gender discourses." Through an expansive trans feminist lens, Hager considers the historical, legal, and periodical depictions of James Allen in London and Henry Stokes in Manchester, two of the most famous "female husbands." Throughout, Hager makes the crucial point that Allen and Stokes did not have the agency to name themselves, and that, like so many historical trans narratives, we may actually learn more about the writers of the articles than about the two people they describe. And, much like the public viewing of d'Éon's body, the bodies of Allen and Stokes, like so many trans bodies, were put on display. The stories of these lives help us interrogate assumptions about Victorian masculinity. Hager argues that in many of the instances of the press misgendering Stokes, for example, a space is created "in which Victorian language attempts to reconcile trans masculinities with the oppositional sexism of Victorian gender ideology." Lorraine Janzen Kooistra revisits Clemence Housman's The Were-Wolf-a novel that she has studied in different contexts for over two decades. Like Hager, Kooistra discusses the ways in which trans theory offers "a new set of analytical tools" with which to explore Housman's monster, who is "always transitioning, and always both woman and animal," as "a potent symbol for querying transgression and exploring the possibilities of transformation." What follows is a beautifully nuanced essay that takes into consideration Housman's own writing and rewriting of this Scandinavian Gothic tale over a forty-year period. As Kooistra writes, "In returning to The Were-Wolf after twenty-five years, what strikes me the most is the urgent ways in which transformation emerges in the overlapping narratives of conversion and change evoked by its religious and pagan discourses." As Kooistra argues, Housman's tale continually makes us move beyond dichotomous thinking on all levels, whether we regard the story through a religious lens or a gendered lens.
In his essay "Emerging Transgothic Ecologies in H. Rider Haggard's She," Gregory Luke Chwala merges trans and ecologic theories to explore Haggard's non-binary and gender-expansive slippages, and how they influence sexualities that covertly resist the more rigid sexualities, gender binaries, and human ecologies evident in Victorian Britain. Chwala's employment of this multifaceted theoretical lens exemplifies the expansiveness that trans readings can bring to a text that has been studied through various Gothic, postcolonial, decolonial, and queer modes. Like most essays in this special edition, Chwala's notes the ways in which homosexuality and homoeroticism-in short, queerness-have been read into She, when, in fact, an exploration of the story by way of trans theory opens up much richer understandings of all the binary crossings that happen in Haggard's 1888 tale.
While literary scholars have utilized queer theory as a tool to explore a wealth of literature from the nineteenth century, it has also served as a critical tool for the study of Victorian history. From the early groundbreaking works of Jeffrey Weeks and Emma Donoghue to the more recent studies by H.G. Cocks and Matt Cook, the queer focus on much nineteenth-century history has often placed historical figures who crossed the gender binary within a very specific gay male or lesbian narrative. This focus on historical cross-dressing as specifically denoting non-heteronormative sexual orientation has tended not to consider the trans possibilities within these histories. Perhaps the most famous example of this oversight is that of Fanny and Stella (a.k.a. Boulton and Park). In "Two Women Walk into a Theatre Bathroom: The Fanny and Stella Trials as Trans Narrative," Simon Joyce acknowledges the work of queer historians who have written about these infamous crossdressers and then deftly moves into a trans exploration of the trials of Fanny and Stella. Through archival newspaper accounts and trial transcripts, Joyce makes a compelling argument for why a trans focus can explain the ways that Fanny and Stella were understood to be ladies by their suitors as well as, in one case, a parent.
Given that the trials of Fanny and Stella were widely reported in the press, it makes one wonder if these events informed the writing of Wilkie Collins's 1875 novel, The Law and the Lady. Jolene Zigarovich begins her essay by noting that "sensation fiction often explores the shifting gender codes of the nineteenth century." From there, Zigarovich utilizes queer readings already brought to bear on much of Collins's Gothic and sensation fiction to pave the way for in-depth trans readings with a focus on the intersecting identities of gender diversity and disability.
Kirsti Bohata combines historical and literary representations of people who troubled the gender binary in her analysis of Amy Dillwyn's 1880 novel,
The Rebecca Rioter. The novel features characters who were part of the famous Rebecca Riots in Wales that took place from 1839-43. For Bohata, it is crucial to note the deep connections between homoerotic (or queer) desire and trans embodiments. As Bohata argues, Dillwyn "found a means to create a pioneering narrative of adventure told from the perspective of the marginalized and fugitive while radically queering gender." In this way, the essay also helps us recall what the original purpose of the umbrella term "queer" could bring to readings of various Victorian texts.
And, finally, in an essay that moves beyond the British Isles to France and America, Kara Raphaeli's essay looks at George Sand's 1839 play, Gabriel, alongside an 1896 stage performance of Archibald Clavering Gunther's A Florida Enchantment. As Raphaeli explains, however, they are unable to analyze the primary source of the play since that text has been lost; therefore, they must analyze the story from the 1892 novel and the 1914 silent film. Their essay deftly brings together early European nineteenth-century ideas about gender fluidity along with fin-de-siècle American notions about gender diversity. In their writing on A Florida Enchantment, in particular, Raphaeli illuminates the horrors of imperialist and racist thinking when a stolen seed from Africa turns a wealthy white debutante into a man who then forces his AfricanAmerican maid, against her will, to swallow a seed and turn into a man. Throughout, Raphaeli focuses on the layers of cross-dressing and the fact that the roles in Sand's and Gunther's plays were performed by women who had to act the parts of both women and men.
As scholars of the Victorian period, we need to consider the ways that the nuances of transgender theories help us open up our understandings of gendered spaces in literature and society in the nineteenth century. We are at a wonderful point in critical theory when we can utilize feminist and queer theories alongside trans theory. These essays embark upon a complex dialogue about understandings of gender beyond the binary in the nineteenth century. And, hopefully, they help us all further consider the legacy of gender diversity in the nineteenth century.
Notes
1 From all accounts, d'Éon lived fluidly as a man and as a woman. In fact, when presenting as a man and as a member of the French Dragoons, d'Éon was rumoured to be a woman. When d'Éon presented as a woman, there was speculation that d'Éon was a man. I use the masculine and feminine titles for d'Éon to reflect this gender fluidity. For a further discussion of d'Éon, please see Haefele-Thomas. 2 There are some outstanding sources on Dr. Barry's presentation in society coupled with his socially radical medical reforms to help the most marginalized communities. See, in particular, Laidler and Gelfand, Holmes, and Rae.
